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On 30 August 1930, Magdalena Jagnigtkowska presented
the National Museum in Warsaw with a number of Chinese
objects, as well as medals and orders in harmony with the
enclosed list.! These heritage pieces had been amassed by
her husband Wtadystaw Jagnigtkowski who had passed
away in January 1930. The above note is one of the few reli-
able pieces of information related to the donation. However,
there exist other sources which could form a potential con-
text for the collection’s creation. They are mainly publica-
tions authored by Col. Jagnigtkowski describing his stormy
life, including his experience and views. To what degree can
texts aspiring to be belles-lettres be considered credible his-
torical materials in provenance studies?

Witadystaw Jagniatkowski: life and oeuvre

Born at Michatow in 1856, Wtadystaw Jagnigtkowski en-
rolled in the Russian army, and having graduated from
the St Petersburg Engineering Academy, he moved to
France,? where he joined the Foreign Legion in 1887. He
took part in numerous missions to French colonies, which
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he continued as a soldier of the Colonial Troops having
obtained French citizenship in 1890. In 1896, he married
Magdalena Karpinska (1866—1944), who later accompanied
him on the foreign expeditions. Moreover, Jagnigtkowski ac-
tively contributed to Poland regaining independence, e.g.,
by co-creating the Polish army. After 1918, he used his ex-
tensive experience teaching military engineers, and died in
Warsaw in 1930.3

The part of Jagnigtkowski’s biography of the greatest rel-
evance to the donation is that connected with his stays in
Eastern Asia. Still as a legionary, he was transferred on his
own request to Tonkin,* the protectorate forming part of the
French colony of Indochina as of 1887. Furthermore, he was
based in neighbouring Annam, currently the central part of
Vietnam. When in Asia, he also worked as a topographer.®
The Emperor awarded him with Order of the Dragon for cre-
ating the map of Annam.® Following numerous expeditions,
e.g., to colonial Africa, together with his wife he returned
to Tonkin from where he was sent to suppress the Boxer
Rebellion in China in 1900. He was awarded the Legion of
Honor for his military struggles.” That, however, was not the



couple’s last stay in Eastern Asia: they returned to Annam
once again in 1907-1908.

Jagniatkowski’s biography has been recreated on the
grounds of very peculiar sources. Apart from several pre-
served notes, e.g., authored by Wtadystaw Korabiewicz®
and mentions in the French press and literature,® his life
story has been recreated mainly based on the texts writ-
ten by the Colonel himself: the novel W krainie Bokserow
[In the Country of Boxers], the diary in the form of letters
Kartki z podrozy [Postcards from the Trip], and memoirs
Polak w Legii Cudzoziemskiej [A Pole in the Foreign Legion].
When analysing these works it seems impossible to discern
to what extent they are literary fiction, and to what non-
-fiction. Although in the Country of Boxers and A Pole in
the Foreign Legion the main characters are fictitious, the
comparison of their experiences with Jagnigtkowski’s biog-
raphy suggests that they contain author’s memories which
relate to the same events in all the three books. The author
occasionally tackles motifs potentially connected with the
historic pieces at the National Museum in Warsaw (MNW).

For the considerations on the donation’s provenance and
possible controversies related to them the most important
historical event described there was the Boxer Rebellion
(1899-1901). It broke out because of the social resistance
to the aggressive expansion of Christianity in China and the
imperial policy of Western powers and Japan connected
with Christianity. Members of the secret Yihequan Society
(Righteous and Harmonious Fists) violently attacked mis-
sionaries and foreigners, as well as the locals who were bap-
tized. It was because of those attacks, and predominantly to
protect the interests of the imperial powers that eight coun-
tries, including France, made an alliance, and entered China
in June 1900. Despite the Boxers’ initial successes the mili-
tary advantage of the international alliance brought about
the defeat of the Uprising.? One of the results of the troops
entering Beijing was the looting of the city and plundering
of numerous artworks.*!

Jagnigtkowski participated in the suppression of the
Rebellion as a soldier of the French Army. His attitude to the
1900 developments can be regarded as ambiguous. On the
one hand, having stayed in Asia before, and familiar with the
realities there, he could perceive the tragedy of the situation
and the evil connected with the colonial system. This is
how he described the French setting off to attack Beijing:
In a few days they will align in order to murder others, to
kill the people they do not know, who have never done any
personal harm to them. They are going to fight not to defend
their homeland, but as vengeance.... Vengeance for those of
their compatriots who, uninvited, having barged into China,
perished as martyrs, with a bible in their hand, proclaiming
love of your neighbour.'? On the other hand, Jagnigtkowski’s
descriptions of the plundering of the deserted capital
may seem at least ambiguous ethically. His reporting on
large-scale looting by the coalition soldiers are frequent
in the Country of the Boxers. He presents the pillaging of
palaces as justified punishment for their recent audacity
towards civilized nations.® He records stealing of not only
precious heritage pieces from the imperial court, but also
objects of everyday use from households and shops, with
the main character participating.'* Simultaneously, in the
memoirs contained in the Postcards... he presents himself
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as an individual upholding the rule of law, opposing the
omnipresent looting.?

The donation

The donation presented to the National Museum by the
widow in 1930 shows that the interest of Jagnigtkowski and
possibly of his wife in the art of the Orient was not merely
a typical vogue for chinoiserie or more broadly for the art
of the ‘Orient’. Large, but varied and not obvious, their col-
lection may testify to their deeper understanding of Asia
where they lived for several years. Let us thus, based on vari-
ous Colonel’s texts and memoirs as well as certain historic
pieces amassed at MNW that refer to them, analyse the mu-
tual dependencies in order to consider the credibility of the
sources and search for contexts for the donation’s creation.

The religious sphere played a major role in Jagnigtkowski’s
life. Some of the items can be related to it. He was fascinat-
ed by philosophy, geomancy, and religions of Eastern Asia.
Frequently mentioning the world of Asian beliefs, 16 he even
aspired to create an ideal religion model.l” Among the heri-
tage pieces related to these interests one can mention e.g.
the geomagnetic feng shui compass (Fig. 1) serving to delin-
eate the area favourable to man and the printed Sutra of the
Fundamental Vows of Bodhisattwa Kszitigarbha.'®

The compass and the snuffbox with solar chronometer!?
(Fig. 2) can also be associated with Colonel’s education who
was a professional cartographer. Furthermore, among the
donated objects there was a map of Beijing and the plan
of the river near China’s capital,?’ however, they were lost
during WW II.

In the context of the interests in East Asian beliefs two
jade bi discs are interesting.?! These artefacts constituted
an important, though mysterious part of the Chinese tradi-
tion beginning in the Neolithic period. Connected with geo-
mancy, they symbolize the sky. Being ritual objects, they are
often found in tombs together with cylindrical cong vessels
associated with the earth.?2 They were amulets accompa-
nying the deceased in the afterworld. The discs are dated
to different periods. The one decorated with a saurian was
created under Emperor Qianlong (1736-1795) (Fig. 3), while
the second with a carved cloud motif may have been a tomb
artefact from late BC or early AD. It was re-used as a deco-
ration of a luxury container for toiletries (also crafted in the
18t century).

The only weapon in the donation is a ceremonial sabre
(dadao, ‘great sword’ in Chinese) (Fig. 4). It is directly asso-
ciated with Colonel’s background as a professional military,
however, more importantly, a passage related to the sabre
can be found in the Postcards....When describing the fights
with the insurgents in Beijing, Jagnigtkowski recalls that dur-
ing the battle he came across a group of boxers: a command-
er and three soldiers. He let the privates free, meanwhile
I lead the officer holding him by his braid as a prisoner to the
headquarters. The general permits me to keep his beautiful
genuine sabre as a souvenir...>3 The quote makes us suppose
that the sword at MNW is war booty of Jagnigtkowski, or
the association is just a coincidence.

A sizeable section of the historic pieces amassed in the
Collection of Oriental Art is made up of jewellery and at-
tire elements, e.g., two very elegant shoes for women ‘of
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lotus feet’.2* The custom to bind women’s feet was general
in 19t"-century China among Han women of a high social
status.?® Jagnigtkowski mentioned it twice in the novel In
the Country of Boxers,?® e.g. when presenting the story of
young Tay-Ngan-Ky. He helped the French during their stay
in Beijing as a translator and food supplier. When bidding
farewell to the main character (possibly Jagnigtkowski’s alter
ego), his sixteen-year-old sister offered him a small already
worn shoe as a souvenir.2” This may suggest the little red
shoe (Fig. 5) (in the colour symbolizing happiness in China)
and found in the collection. The second: blue one (Fig. 6)
features the information in the MNW'’s inventory that it was
worn by the Chinese maid of the lady who presented the
shoe.?® This information is hardly credible, since the shoe
is chic, and such shoes were worn by the Han elite. It was
practically impossible to walk in them, not to mention doing
daily chores. It is likely that the person making the entry in
the inventory book misunderstood the widow’s explanation.

What strikes among adornments are meticulously deco-
rated guards for long nails (Fig. 7),%° used in China by upper
social classes.

Worn most commonly on the little and ring fingers, they
were a symbol of a high social status, serving as a testimony
to abstaining from any physical work. Among the valuables
there are also earrings, rings, hair adornments, and bracelets,
as well as fans. The gilded headgear decoration contains, e.g.,
kingfisher feathers of vivid turquoise colour (Fig. 8).

It is likely that Jagnigtkowski found inspiration to collect lux-
urious woman'’s adornments fascinated by Empress Dowager
Cixi (1835-1908), famed for her long nails and exquisite at-
tires.3% Her characterization covers as many as five pages of
the novel In the Country of Boxers, including a detailed de-
scription of her appearance, not overlooking the clothes and
jewellery: Always wearing rich imperial robes, adorned with
magnificent jewels, with a head encircled with pearls, with
nails in long golden frames, she looked like a deity.3

On the other hand, it may have been Jagnigtkowski’s wife
who collected such treasures. In the Postcards... there are
mentions of her shopping at a jeweller’s, where she e.g.,
commissioned a necklace made of silver sapeks3? (Asian
coins with a characteristic square opening). It is likely
that one of the adornments: a silver pendant (an amulet),
shaped to resemble such a coin and decorated with signs
of good omen was hers (Fig. 9).33

Contrary to many other donations to MNW contain-
ing Chinese crafts and dominated by porcelain goods, the
Jagnigtkowskis’ collection features scarce china items.
The majority of them are usable: different bowls and lit-
tle plates, with tea bowls forming the biggest group. In the
texts written by the Colonel there are mentions of the tea
drinking and making custom in Asia, extremely popular at
social gatherings.3* The fact may suggest that the donated
historic items were vessels used in Jagnigtkowski’s houses
in Annam and Tonkin.

The novel features an almost literal description of one of
the collection pieces. It is contained in the words of the main
character’s wife (Magdalena Jagnigtkowska'’s alter ego) describ-
ing the stay in ‘Hoi-Haw’, namely Hikou, the capital of Hainan
Island: | bought bracelets and a tea set carved in coconut: they
custom-tailor things there. For six piastres | have six cups and
saucers, a sugar bowl, a biscuit dish, and a milk jug.3®
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1. Feng Shui Luo Pan compass, China, 19 c., ACNO. SKAZsz 2693 MNW

2. Snuffbox with solar chronometer and compass, China, 19t c., ACNO.
SKAZsz 2696 MNW
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3. Disc with a saurian image, China, 18t c. ACNO. SKAZsz 458 MNW

4. Dadao ceremonial sabre (great sword), China, ca 1900, ACNO. SKAZsz 2/a-b MNW

The donation included a cup and saucer carved in co-
conut. Decorated with the Shou longevity symbol and the
‘hundred antiques’ (bogu) emblems, they may constitute
a part of the described set (Fig. 10). The vessel forms are not
typical of China where bowls are customarily used, there-
fore they were most likely executed for a foreign customer.

Regrettably, the MNW archives holds no documents re-
lated to the circumstances of the collection creation and its
presentation to the Museum in 1930, e.g., a donors’ letter.
The only records available are the entries in the inventory
book, receipts confirming receiving the gift, and the list of
items. One of the few pieces of information on the ‘acquisi-
tion’ of some of the objects by Jagnigtowski are the notes in
the inventory book saying that they come from the Palace of
the Ancestors, in the imperial district in Beijing®® or from the
imperial palace.3” Such notes, however, arouse doubts, since
similar objects were widely available in East-Asian markets.
They do not seem to have come from the imperial court,
although they may have come from an affluent household:
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a palace, as defined by Jagnigtowski. On the other hand,
however, remarks of the kind may have been meant to boost
the collection’s prestige. Unfortunately, today the fact re-
mains unverifiable.

Conclusion

Everybody dealing with a museum collection would wish to
find out the provenance of its pieces, namely a full history and
ownership of an item from the time of its discovery or creation
to the present day, through which authenticity and ownership
are determined.3® However, owing to limited and insufficient
sources in many a case it is impossible. Furthermore, in the
pre-WWII period the approach to the verification of historic
pieces acquired by museums significantly differed from to-
day’s restrictive accession standards, the fact challenging the
individual conducting provenance studies.

In the case of the Jagnigtkowskis’ donation the sources
for provenance studies are in their majority quite peculiar,
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5. Woman'’s shoe, China, 19t" c., ACNO. SKAZsz 2589 MNW

6. Woman'’s shoe, China, 19t" c., ACNO. SKAZsz 2590 MNW

9. Pendant, good omen talisman, China, 19t c., ACNO. SKAZsz 2664 MNW

which has already been demonstrated. As the only avail-
able ones they permit to formulate conclusions which are,
in fact, but hypotheses. Moreover, a shadow is cast on the
collection owing to the fact that it was amassed under war
circumstances, and its later donor represented a colonial
army. It is a fact known from numerous historical sources
and studies that during the Boxer Uprising there was looting
and plundering performed by representatives of the eight
victorious armies. The Colonel is quite inconsistent with re-
spect to this. In the memoirs contained in the Postcards...
he presents himself as a moral guardian, condemning loot-
ing. Meanwhile, in the novel In the Country of Boxers not
only does the main character mention the robberies, but
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10. Cup and saucer, China, 19t c. (?), ACNO. SKAZsz 2702/1-2 MNW

also his own participation in them. In one of the fragments
he says frankly: Can you imagine Warsaw where with one
spell cast by a magic wand all the residents have either fled
or died, leaving their storages and flats wide open? Would
there be people who passing by such amassed treasures of
the great city resist the temptation to stuff their trunks with
a selection of various objects? | doubt it.3°

This very quote was particularly ominous. Not only was
Warsaw occupied in WW Il, and terribly looted, but this badly
affected the Jagnigtkowskis’ collection, too. From among the
historic pieces featuring on the 1930 donation list, as many
as 26 per cent (out of 72 items)*? are currently war losses...

Finally, let us point to the fact that the research into the



provenance of the Jagnigtkowskis’ donation serves as a good
example of potential challenges faced by individuals aiming
at conducting investigation to present a full provenance of
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museum objects. It also forms part of the increasingly more
popular research into and verification of Western collections
of Chinese art amassed during the Boxer Rebellion.

Abstract: The paper presents the results of provenance
studies related to the donation of Wtadystaw Jagnigtkowski
(1856-1930) and his wife to the National Museum in
Warsaw. Presented to the Museum in 1930, the collection
of heritage pieces contains objects from China and Vietnam
where the donor was based as a soldier of France’s colonial
troops fighting to suppress the Boxer Rebellion. Based
on untypical sources: texts written by Jagnigtkowski,
the Authors analyse the circumstances under which the
collection was amassed. The many-sided contextualization

of the donation grounded in the investigated texts yields
the hypotheses on the impact of the donor’s personal
experiences and colonial conditioning on the provenance
of the historic pieces. The research into the provenance
of the Jagnigtkowskis’ donation serves as a good example
of potential challenges faced by individuals aiming at
conducting investigation to present a full provenance of
museum objects. It also forms part of the increasingly more
popular research into and verification of Western collections
of Chinese art amassed during the Boxer Rebellion.

Keywords: provenance, China, Vietnam, Boxer Rebellion (1899-1901), Wtadystaw Jagnigtkowski (1856—1930),
Magdalena Jagnigtkowska (1866—1944), artistic craftsmanship, donations.
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